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with Anikushka towards the spot where the Tatarsk company
'Vas located.
Stepan greeted his wife with suppressed agitation. He
gazed interrogatively into her face, which he saw was much
thinner, and cautiously questioned her, but not once did he
*make the mistake of asking whether she had seen Gregor.
Only once during the talk did he ask, his eyes downcast, his
head turned aside:
" But why did you go to Vieshenska that way ? Why
didn't you cross the river opposite Tatarsk ? "
She answered drily that she had had no opportunity of
crossing with strangers, and she had not felt inclined to ask
the Melekhovs. Immediately she spoke she realised that
her words implied that the Melekhovs were not strangers,
but friends. And she was disconcerted at the thought that
Stepan also might understand her to mean that. In all
probability he did take them in that sense. There was a
momentary quiver under his brows, and a shadow seemed to
pass over his face.
He raised his eyes interrogatively to her and,
understanding that mute question, in her confusion and
annoyance with herself she suddenly flushed.
To spare her, Stepan pretended he had not noticed
anything, and turned to talking of the farm, asking which
of their possessions she had managed to conceal before
retreating from their home, and whether she had hidden
them safely.
She mentally noted her husband's magnanimity, and
answered his questions, but all the time she felt a certain
* constraint and, to convince him that all that had happened
was of no import, and also to hide her own agitation, she
deliberately spoke more slowly, with a methodical restraint
and precision.
They sat talking in the dug-out. They were continually
being interrupted by cossacks. First one came in, then
another. Christonia arrived and at once prepared for sleep.
Seeing that he would have no chance of talking except with
others present, Stepan reluctantly cut short the conversation.
Delighted, Aksinia got up, hurriedly untied her bundle,
regaled her husband on the rusks she had brought and,
taking the dirty linen from his field pack, went out to wash
t it in the marshy pond close by,
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